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ABSTRACT
This paper will provide the reader with an overview o f popular Cuban music and
dance forms as well as an understanding o f how the island’s history o f cultural diversity has
empowered its music to become an influential component to all o f Latin music. In particular,
African cultural elements that have effected Cuba’s popular culture as well as its national
identity will be discussed.
Beginning with African tribal influences as well as other cultural elements, known
prior to the abolition o f slavery, the paper will move into the post-slavery evolution o f
Cuba’s popular culture. From there, several o f Cuba’s popular music and dance forms will
be presented in more detail, including African traits apparent in each. Afrocubanism and
Cuban national dance will be discussed in order to better understand the importance o f the
island’s rich African heritage in today’s national consciousness. In the discussion, I will
consider the importance o f all o f these aspects and discuss why it is important to learn about
the island’s history and Africa’s contribution to it.
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Forced from home and all its pleasures,
Afric 's' coast I left forlorn,
To increase a stranger’s treasures,
O ’er the raging billows borne;
Men from England bought and sold me,
Paid my price in paltry gold;
But, though theirs they have enroll’d me,
Minds are never to be sold?
This paper will provide the reader with an overview o f popular Cuban music and dance forms as well
as an understanding o f how the island’s history of cultural diversity has empowered its music to become an
influential component to all o f Latin music. In particular, African cultural elements that have effected Cuba’s
popular culture as well as its national identity will be discussed.
Beginning with African tribal influences as well as other cultural elements, known prior to the
abolition of slavery, the paper will move into the post-slavery evolution o f Cuba’s popular culture. From there,
several o f Cuba’s popular music and dance forms will be presented in more detail, including African traits
apparent in each. Afrocubanism and Cuban national dance will be discussed in order to better understand the
importance of the island’s rich African heritage in today’s national consciousness. In the discussion, I will
consider the significance o f all these aspects and discuss why it is important for those involved in anthropology
and other cross-cultural studies to learn about the island’s history and Africa’s contribution to it.

AFRICAN CULTURAL TRAITS IN CUBA PRIOR TO THE ABOLITION OF SLAVERY
The transatlantic voyage marks the beginning of slavery in the New World as well as the foundation
o f the influence that African culture would come to have on the emerging culture o f the Caribbean. Music has
always played a large role in the lives of African peoples. Even along the journey to the New World, it has
been reported that slaves would dance accompanied by European instruments, African drums, or a combination
o f the two. According to Bilby (1985), the few sources that are available and that do discuss music during the
era o f slavery are often tainted by Eurocentric viewpoints. However, the following excerpt taken from
historian W.O. Blake’s The History o f Slavery and the Slave Trade (1860: 127) offers a seemingly reliable
account of slaves being forced to dance during the transatlantic voyage:

For the purposes o f this paper, all citations are transcribed exactly as the author has written them.
Spelling and other grammatical errors have intentionally not been corrected.
Excerpt from The Negroes Complaint. Written by Cowper, as cited in Blake 1860:206-208.
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After meals they are made to jump in their irons. This is called dancing by the slave-dealers. In
every ship he has been desired to flog such as would not jump. He had generally a cat-of-nine-tails
in his hand among the women, and the chief mate, he believes, another among the men. The parts,
says Mr. Claxton...on which their shackles are fastened, are often excoriated by the violent exercise
they are thus forced to take, o f which they made many ff iveous complaints to him. In his ship even
those who had the flux, scurvy, and such edematous swellings in their legs as made it painful to them
to move at all, were compelled to dance but not for their amusement. The captain ordered them to
sing, and they sung songs o f sorrow. The subject of these songs were their wretched situation, and
the idea of never returning home.
Because dancing was such an important aspect of the African lifestyle, slave dances were held fairly
regularly on plantations (on such occasions as free days, holidays, and slave funerals). Through music and
dance slaves could exhibit artistic and religious expression and preserve their cultural traditions, by celebrating
who they were and where they had come from. Slave owners allowed these dances to ensue in hopes that they
would provide a release for the slaves and that they would be less likely to become frustrated and revolt. As
Bilby (1985: 185) summarizes:
The slaves’ owners felt obliged to allow these periodic “entertainments”, even though they feared that
they provided opportunities for the planning o f revolts, for they viewed them as “pressure valves” that
helped to discharge the pent-up resentment of the slaves before it could reach the point of explosion.
In addition, slave musicians often played the music for European social dances while introducing their
own variations. African expression was also interjected when musicians served as dance companions to the
Europeans (Bilby 1985). According to Bilby (1985: 184-185):
As slave musicians were exposed to these forms and were increasingly integrated into the social
contexts in which they occurred, a host o f new and strikingly different musical forms began to
emerge. In many cases these new creations were neither predominantly European nor predominantly
African in form and style but rather presented a thorough fusion o f the two...They tended to allow
their own aesthetic preferences to transform the music into something completely new. Eventually
the slaves made these European-derived dances their own, and they became part of slave
performances, alongside the neo-African drum - and percussion-based styles.
In the fields and other locales songs, known as work songs, were often sung by slaves as a form o f
diversion to get them through their long, tedious work days. Workers sang about the tasks they performed,
local life, and often satirized the behavior o f certain people. These songs were composed lyrics sung in an
alteration between a leader and a chorus, similar to the call and response patterning characteristic o f African
song (Bilby 1985).

-3The following two songs are examples o f work songs sung by slaves in the Americas, as they are
transcribed in Echoes o f Africa in the Folk Songs o f the Americas* compiled by Beatrice Landeck (1961: 150,
153):
Bring me liT water. Silw

Long John

Bring me liT water Silvy,
Silvy
Bring me liT water now,
Bring me li 7 ' water now,
Bring me liT water Silvy,
Silvy
Ev’y liT once in a while
E v’y l i T once in a while

With his shiny blade
With his shiny blade
Got it in his hand,
Got it in his hand,
Gonna chop out the live oaks
Gonna chop out the live oaks
That are in this land,
That are in this land,
He’s Long John,
H e’s Long John,
He’s long gone,
H e’s long gone,
He’s gone gone
H e’s gone gone
Like a turkey in the com,
Like a turkey in the corn,
With his long clothes on
With his long clothes on
He’s Long John,
H e’s Long John,
He’s long gone,
H e’s long gone,
He’s gone,
H e’s gone.

Don’t you see me cornin’?
Silvy
Don’t you see me now?
Bring me li 7 ' water now,
Don’t you see me cornin’?
Silvy
Ev’y liT once in a while
Ev ’y l i T once in a while
Don’t you hear me cornin’?
Silvy
Don’t you hear me now?
Bring me li 7 ' water now,
Don’t you hear me cornin’?
Silvy
Ev’y liT once in a while
Ev y li 7 ' once in a while

Slaves were brought from different regions of Africa and thus came from diverse ethnic backgrounds
and spoke different languages, which made communicating somewhat difficult. Because slave masters feared
drum playing as a secret form of communication which might call for a slave revolt against them, it was often
prohibited (Bilby 1985; Boggs 1992). As Boggs states: “According to the dictates o f upper-class Caribbean
society, [drum playing] was a sign o f blackness and ignorance; a social trait to be avoided at all costs” (Boggs
1992:354). However, as discussed in the video New Worlds, New Forms, drumming does not come from the
instrument, it comes from the human spirit. If their drums were confiscated, slaves would carry out the
rhythms by clapping, stamping their feet, or singing in a rhythmic way {New Worlds, New Forms).

3

The leader’s lyrics are indicated in normal font, the chorus ’ are in italics.

-4In his autobiography (originally printed in 1840), Cuban slave Juan Francisco Manzano briefly
describes the role of music in his own life (1996: 59,61):
From the age o f thirteen or fourteen, the joy and vivacity o f my character and the eloquence o f my
lips, dubbed the “golden beak,” all changed completely into a certain kind o f melancholy that, with
time, became a personal trait of mine. Music enchanted me, but, without knowing why, I would cry,
and enjoyed that relief, so that when I found an opportunity I sought solitude in order to allow my
grief free rein. I would cry rather than sob, but I was not faint o f heart except during certain states
of depression, incurable to this day.
Upon visiting several islands in the Bahamas and speaking with the some o f the African-derived
populations there, Underhill (1862:481-483) comments on the role of music in their everyday lives:
The gospel is their enlightener; it elevates their thoughts and purifies their affections. “It is,” said one
o f them, “our only amusement to sing and pray.”... We were very much amused by some specimens
o f the “anthems,” as they call them, with which they were wont to cheer each other in the days o f
darkness and slavery, and still sing in seasons o f social mirth...The music was a kind of chant, not
wanting in melody, and had a very exciting effect upon the singers. They told me that with such
songs, they often comforted and animated one another in the days of old, when working in the bush,
or cotton plantation. These anthems reminded me of the hymns o f the ranters.
Clearly, Manzano’s writing is an important document to use when looking at the role o f music in the
life of Cuban slaves. And although Underhill’s account contains noticeable bias, it nonetheless provides an
important account o f music in the lives o f African people in the Caribbean. All considered, it is evident that
music had an important place in the lives of the oppressed slaves. It offered them an escape into a more
pleasant imaginary world, while connecting them to their own cultural heritage.

AFRICAN CULTS IN CUBA
As mentioned above, the black population of Cuba comes from a diverse ethnic background. United
under the bonds of slavery, several African tribes are woven into the tapestry which is Cuba’s people. Most
sources indicate three main cultural groupings: the Lucumi (Yoruba), the Carabali (Abakud), and the Bantu
(Congo) cults. Although these are the most prominent, several more also exist in Cuba (Minas, Mandingas,
Ganges, Macuas, and others). Individually, each cultural group has made their own contribution to the music
o f Cuba, but as a united force they have flourished to shape the country’s musical identity.
YORUBA
Between the years 1820-1840, the majority o f slaves shipped to Cuba were o f the Yoruba culture,
from Nigeria. Yoruba tribes included: Eguado, Iyesa, Oyo, and others. As indicated in the following excerpt
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people as slaves, or the Lucumi as they came to be called in Cuba:4
1 asked Mr. — on what principle he made his selection, as he did not seem to me always to take the
strongest. “On the principle o f race,” said he. He told me that these Negroes were probably natives
o f Africa, (bozales), except the youngest, and that the signs o f the races were known to all planters.
A certain race he named as having always more intelligence and ambition than any other; as more
difficult to manage, but far superior when well managed. All of this race in the company, he took at
once, whatever their age or strength. I think the preferred tribe was the Lucumi, but am not certain.
The Bembe ceremony was an important part of Yoruba religion (known as Santeria), so too was the
drum an important part of the Bembe. In this ceremony the participants would dance in a group, responding
to the rhythms o f the drums in the hopes o f pleasing an orisha and becoming embodied by them (Murphy
1988).
There are three drums used in Santeria: the iya is the largest (or mother) drum, the itotele is the
middle sized drum, and the smallest drum has been cited as being called okonkolo, ikonkolo, and amele. The
mother drum is the one used to do the “talking” and the other two play the basic rhythm.5 African cocoa beans
have been observed inside the drums, which is believed to tie them to the rites to those in Africa. Calabash
rattles with external bead strikers and various bells are other traditional instruments used by the Lucumi in
Cuba (Courlander 1949-1966; MacGaffey and Bamettl962; Murphy 1988; V. Rodrguez 1994).
ABAKUA
The Abaku&, also known as the Carabali in Cuba, was another African cultural grouping whose people
were brought to Cuba from West Africa, from the region between the Eastern bank of the Niger River and the
mouth o f Rio de la Cruz in old Calabar. Abakua tribes included: Ewe, Fon, Magi, Cuevano, Sabalu, and
others. As the Yoruba were called Lucumi in Cuba, the Abakud were also known as Carabali. They were also
referred to as N£ftigos. Among the “white” people in Cuba exists a childhood folklore about the Nafiigos,
believing them to be bandits or bogeymen.

The Yoruba became known as the Lucumi in Havana based on their form o f greeting:
olukum i or my frien d (Murphy 1988).
For more information on the Bat& drum, see the section o f this paper entitled: African Elements
Present in Contemporary Cuban Music.

Courlander (1949-1966) attributes the name Abaku£ as being derived from a tribe from Nigeria region
o f Africa known as the Abakpa. Additionally he mentions the name Carabali may refer to the Calabar region
o f West Africa.
In Cuba the Abaku£ formed secret societies composed only of men. This type of secret society is
largely derived from the Efik people o f the Calabar region of Nigeria. Abakud secret societies are said to have
emerged during slavery among the free blacks who came together to help buy the freedom o f African slaves,
who were later admitted to the society (Courlander 1949-1966; MacGaffey and Barnett 1962; Bilby 1985;
Crook 1992; Roberts 1992; V. Rodriguez 1994).
The Abakua societies were very complex in both their organization and their rituals. Traditional
Abakud instruments include: drums, bells, various African-style rattles, and friction drums. According to
Courlander (1949-1966) the focus o f Carabali dancing was mainly the pantomime of animals. However, Bilby
(1985: 191) makes no reference to this type of pantomime:
Abakud music is based on a percussion ensemble, at the center o f which are two or three drums, and
it is distinguished by its association with a unique masked dance, performed by a character known
as ireme or diablito.
CONGO GROUPS
The Congo assemblage is one o f the most assorted o f the Afro-Cuban cultural groupings including
numerous tribes: Angola, Bacongo, Biyumba, Cabinda, Congo Real, Kimbisa, Kinfuite, Loango, Mayombe,
Mondongo, Mundeli, Musundi, Palomonte, etc. These Congo groups are from the area between the Congo
River, to the North, and Southern Angola, to the South. Victoria Rodriquez cites the Congo as being the most
numerous African population in Cuba. The main instrument o f the Congo “cults” is the drum, which is often
supplemented with hand and wrist rattles (Courlander 1949-1966; Bilby 1985; Crook 1992; V. Rodriguez
1994).
ARARA
The Arara (Arada in Haiti) group represents the survival o f Dahomeyan religious practices and
traditions. In Africa, the Dahomeyan people are neighbors to the Yoruba people. They are thought to have
migrated to Eastern Cuba from Haiti, based on their large population in Eastern Cuba. Typical instruments
o f the Arara include: drums, African-style bells, small hand rattles, sometimes accompanied by a battery o f

large calabash of tin rattles with external strikers (Courlander 1949-1966; MacGafFey and Barnett 1962;
Murphy 1988).

RELIGIOUS CONSIDERATIONS
When these African cultural groups were brought to Cuba from their homelands, they brought with
them a long history o f religious beliefs and practices. Oddly enough, Underhill (1862: 468) remarks about
Cuba’s lack o f religious following:
Religion has no place in the thoughts o f the Cuban. A few females visit the churches, but the men
go there only on occasions o f great display. With the exception o f the Jesuit church, called Belen,
not one that I entered had a good congregation.
Despite this biased observation, the relevance o f religious practices of Cubans, in particular Afro-Cubans, have
been discussed thoroughly in several texts (Hoetink 1979; Bilby 1985; Murphy 1988; V. Rodriguez 1994).
In order to obtain legal entry to the Indies, Spanish law required slaves to be baptized as Roman
Catholics, despite their own religious beliefs. When faced with such obstacles, people o f African tribes (such
as the ones mentioned above) did their best to adapt. A prominent example o f this can be seen in the Yoruba
people. When the Yoruba were forced to abide by the dictates o f Catholicism, they looked to the similarities
between the Catholic saints and their own orishas. Due to these resemblances, the orishas were easily modified
to fit into the paradigm of the Catholic saints. In Cuba their religion became known as Santeria, the way o f
the saints. Briefly summarizing, Santeria was bom as the Yoruba, along with other African groups, were
forced to comply with the Catholic religion, masking their own beliefs within those o f Catholicism (Murphy
1988).
In Juan Francisco Manzano’s autobiography (1996: 87) we see how he has incorporated the Catholic
saints into his own spirituality:
If one o f the usual painful punishments befell me, I would attribute it solely to my lack o f devotion
or the ire of some saint whom I had forgotten in my prayers for the following day. I still believe that
they provided me with the opportunity the night I fled from Matanzas for Havana and watched over
me, and every day I prayed to all the saints in it.
Through many Catholic religious practices, Afro-Cubans found ways in which to identify with their
own religious beliefs. For example the Catholic celebration, E l Dia de Reyes, enabled Afro-Cubans to identify
with the legend of the black magus Melchoir who came from Africa to adore the Christ child. Other religious
holidays and ceremonies also allowed for slaves and free blacks to celebrate their own religious beliefs, under
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events, eventually became dominated by slaves and free blacks (Landeck 1961; Bilby 1985; Murphy 1988;
Carbonell 1993). Murphy (1988: 31) summarizes:
The carnival dances, loosely harnessed to the veneration o f the saints, became the primary way for
the Lucumi to be both Catholic and African. It was the way that they could show that they were
important members of Cuban society while still celebrating their African vision.
Although slaves were deprived and oppressed in countless manners, sources indicate that Cuban slave
owners were more tolerant o f their slaves behaviors than were slave masters in other countries (Crook 1992;
New Worlds, New Forms). Being allowed to gather, and having the leeway to practice their own cultural and
religious traditions are key factors which allowed African cultures to maintain themselves in Cuba.
CABILDOS AND TUMBAS FRANCESAS
Concealing their religious beliefs behind the veil o f Catholicism was not the only manner in which
African heritage was preserved. African-oriented organizations such as cabildos and tumbas francesas were
additional outlets for slaves. Such organizations offered slaves numerous opportunities for self expression,
which would eventually lead to the influencing o f the greater Cuban culture. Cabildos were organized for each
o f the African nations represented by the slave populations as a place for Catholic religious education. It is
also thought that these cabildos were set up in an attempt to keep the diverse African ethnicities separate so
that they would not be able to work together against colonial domination. According to Victoria Rodriguez
(1994: 93):
These organizations were thought by the colonial authorities to be able to better control the black
population and establish deculturation mechanisms to hamper inter-ethnic cohesion. They played an
important role in the reconstruction and integration o f the cultural values o f the different ethnic
groups on Cuban soil.
In Santeria: An African Religion in America Murphy discusses how the cabildos were an important
factor to the survival o f the Yoruba religion (known as Santeria) in Cuba. Here Murphy (1988: 109) cites
Hebert Klein citing eighteenth century bishop, Pedro Augustin Morel de Santa Cruz:
When we [Bishop Morel] took up his diocese he found that in the city o f Havana there were twenty
one Negro clubs or cabildos, each with its own house, where Negroes o f both sexes gathered during
the holidays and Sundays to drink, dance “in extremely torrid and provocative dances,” and commit
other excesses too sinful to mention. Many told the bishop that it was better to leave these cabildos
alone for they provided a reasonable outlet for the slaves and ffeedmen without causing undue harm..
But he declared: “Not being satisfied with similar scruples, I attempted the gentle method o f going
by turns to each o f the cabildos to administer the sacrament of confirmation, and praying the holy

-9rosary with those o f that organization (gremio), before an image of Our Lady which I carried with me.
Concluding this act, I left the image in their houses, charging them to continue with their worship and
devotion.... ” After this initial assault, the bishop named a specific clergyman to each o f the cabildos
to go to them on Sundays and Holy Days and teach them Christian doctrine. He also appointed each
cabildo in charge o f a particular virgin that it was to venerate under the direction o f a clergyman.
Although cabildos were organized by the church in an attempt to propagate Catholicism, the slaves
and free black members had a different agenda. According to Carbonell (1993), they also served as
underground political organizations working against slavery. Free blacks who worked in paid trades would
raise money to buy the freedom of enslaved members, as well as to support the cultural dances in which they
would dance the dances o f their nation.
Native Cuban slaves were not the only Africans affecting the culture o f Cuba at this time. Between
1790 and 1820 Cuba saw a large migration of Haitian slaves that came to Cuba with their French masters, as
a result o f the Haitian Revolution. Sociedades de Tumbas Francesas (French Tumba Societies) were set up
for these Haitian slaves, regardless of their African national background, and were based on similar factors as
the already established cabildos. Unlike the cabildos, tumbas were a grouping o f multi-ethnic slaves,
commonly united by at one time or another being slaves o f French masters (Murphy 1988; Crook 1992;
Carbonell 1993; V. Rodriguez 1994).

INFLUENCES ON CUBAN MUSIC AND DANCE
Slavery was abolished on the island on October 7, 1886, but this was not the end of Africa’s impact
on the culture of Cuba. The music and dance forms that have evolved in Cuba since are greatly diversified and
encompass a wide range o f influences: including Spanish, African, and Haitian.
Although an indigenous population, the Amerindians, did exist on the island of Cuba, their dance
forms are no longer performed on the island nor is their influence strongly present among the Cuban dances
o f recent times. Intended to raise the spirits and please the Gods, the dances o f the Amerindians were based
on an oral tradition o f poetry that led to processional, choreographed dancing. The leader of the group would
begin the structured movement of the dance (for example: walking, jumping, hopping, stamping, turning, and
leg lifts) and the others would join in.
Spain’s influence originated when the Spanish began to settle in Cuba in 1509. At this time Spain
gave their fellow countrymen land incentives for settlement work in the Americas, which for four years of

servitude entitled them the rights to the land which they had worked. Although many left the island for the
mainland after fulfilling their commitments, several stayed to farm and raise cattle. The Zapateo is a dance
that originated with the Gypsy culture o f Southern Spain, and made its way to the countryside of Cuba with
the newly arrived settlers. Although the Zapateo is not performed routinely within any particular segment of
the population today, it is still known as a historical dance form and is performed in commemoration of the
island’s Spanish heritage.
Cuba experienced two major migrations of Haitians to the island. The first was at the end of the
eighteenth century, as a result o f the Haitian revolution and the second during the early twentieth century.
During the first migration French plantation owners living in Haiti brought their families, as well as their
slaves, to the island of Cuba. Not only did these slaves bring with them the tradition of the Tumbas Francesas,
they also brought their own modified version of the French dance, the Contredanse. As Daniel (1995: 37-38)
writes: “Drums, poetic song, antiphonal song form, and imitations o f colonial elite dance were the elements
that had already begun to transform the Contredanse while in Haiti”. When this style o f dance came to Cuba
it underwent further alterations, eventually becoming the Cuban Danza.
From this point forward, the African influence on Cuban music will be discussed. The popular music
and dance forms present in Cuba during the nineteenth and twentieth centuries will be presented, followed by
various African cultural elements that can be found in Latin music to this day.

THE POST-SLAVERY EVOLUTION OF POPULAR MUSIC AND DANCE FORMS IN CUBA
Through her ethnographic research in Cuba, Yvonne Daniel classifies several o f Cuba’s dances into
categories, or dance complexes: these include the Danzon complex, the Son complex, the Rumba complex, the
Zapateo Cubano, and the Campesino. Within the Danzon complex are the Danzon, the Danzonete, and the
Danzoncha. The Son complex includes such dances as the Son, the Montuno, the Guaracha, the Changui, the
Sucu-Sucu, the Mambo, the Chachacha, the Mozambique, and the Casino. The Rumba complex is composed
o f the Yambu, the Rumbas del Tiempo Espana (which includes five), the Guaguanco, the Columbia, the
Giribilla, and the Batarumba. The Zapateo Cubano includes the Chanclet, while the Campesino includes the
Dona Joaquina and the Zumbantorio. In the next few pages Daniel’s and other authors’ works will be used
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to discuss the following music and dance forms in more detail: the Son, Danzon, Mambo, Chachacha, Rumba,
Salsa, and the Songo.
SON
The Son as a music and dance form is thought to have originated sometime in the mid 1800's in the
Oriente Province of Cuba in the context o f outdoor occasions held as recreational diversions for rural people
and cattle-farming families. At that time musicians utilized string instruments; such as the guitar, tres, and the
bandurria; the botija, a ceramic jar that is blown like a jug; and the marimbula, a percussion instrument that
is plucked. As the interest in jazz and Affo-Cuban music spread, the Son gained instruments such as the
bongos, the maracas, and the trumpet. As Gerard and Sheller wrote (1989: 76): “As its frame spread, the Son
brought into public consciousness the instruments o f Black Cuba, which previously had been confined to the
slums.” Dancers would dance in pairs in an open or closed position, but their movements were always in
closely related positions (Gerard and Sheller 1989; Roberts 1992; Daniel 1995).
Singing is also a notable component o f the Son. The vocal component o f the songs are composed of
a largo and a montuno. The largo is a short section containing pre-arranged vocals, although it was not
uncommon for the lead singer to improvise his/her lyrics. This is followed by the montuno which is a call-andresponse type interchange between the lead singer and the chorus (Gerard and Sheller 1989; Roberts 1992;
Daniel 1995). As Roberts (1992: 9) states: “[the Son] also had another highly Africanized characteristic: its
melody had no rhythmic connection with the underlying percussion”.
DANZON
As mentioned earlier, Cuba experienced a substantial Haitian-French influence in the late eighteenth
century. One direct result o f this cultural influence is the Danzon, Cuba’s national dance o f the nineteenth
century, which evolved from the French Contradanse o f the eighteenth century. Until early this century, when
Aniceto Diaz first added vocals, the Danzon had remained purely instrumental.
The Danzon music and dance complex reflected the nineteenth century saloons of the elite. The dance
was composed of a sequence o f walking steps, alternated with a danced sequence every eight measures. AfroCuban’s played the music and were often used as accompanists for dancing. In such circumstances, the Afro-
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(Gerard and Sheller 1989; Roberts 1992; Daniel 1995).
According to Daniel, the Danza is one component of the Danzdn dance complex. It is descended from
both the European Contredcmse and the modified Cuban Contradanza. The difference is the Contradanza is
a group dance of line and circle formations, while the Danza is an independent couples’ dance in which each
couple uses individual floor patterns. The tempo is also slower and their is more accentuation on the hip,
causing many to think the dance was too sensual. As Daniel (1995: 39) quotes Failde (1964: 153):
Mothers who have daughters, inspire in them an aversion for dance. Make war against all sensual
dance. Ask for the lancer, the rigodon, the quadrille, and the cotillion, but never danza nor the
inferno o f feelings which are called danz6n.
Daniel (1995:39) also comments:
[The] Danzdn symbolized the unique position of Cuba in its confrontation with Spain during its War
o f Independence in 1895-98. Artistically it marked a separation from colonial domination and the
emergence o f independent Cuban thought.
To summarize, the Danza is composed of a European musical form, an African hip emphasis (bodyisolation), and a French-Haitian dance structure.
MAMBO AND CHACHACHA
From the Danzdn and the Son music and dance complexes of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries,
the Mambo and the Chachacha evolved in the 1940's and 1950's. The Mambo, the Congolese word for chant
and originally called Danzdn de Nuevo Ritmo, is the means by which the Danzdn was reclaimed from the elite
by the lower classes. It is based on the addition o f the conga drum to the Danzdn. In the 1950's Perez Prado
made the Mambo an independent entity, rather than a section o f an arrangement. The Chachacha was an
extension of the Danzdn Mambo of the 1950's whose name came from the sound of the dancers’ sliding feet
(Gerard and Sheller 1989; Daniel 1995).
RUMBA
The Rumba music and dance complex is one that emerged in a secular context with both the free and
enslaved black populations o f Cuba in the 1850's-1860's. During this time words such as rumba, tango, and
cabildos de negros came to refer to any type o f social gathering o f black people. These informal festivities
W

inevitably included music and dancing, which led to the music and dancing itself being named Rumba (Gerard
and Sheller 1989; Crook 1992; Daniel 1995).
After the abolition o f slavery, poor blacks moved to the city in search o f jobs. In the Havana for
example, poor Cubans, both black and white, were forced to live in crowded living quarters known as solares.
In this intimate setting, all shades o f the Cuban lower class came into close contact and often socialized with
one another. Daniel (1995: 19) writes:
From the solares, Afro-Cubans expressed their personal successes or failures in love relations,
satirized government practices, and gradually fashioned the dance/music complex called rumba. Poor
Cubans, both dark- and light- skinned, created a music and dance of their own, neither totally African
nor totally Spanish, that utilized singing, drumming, and dancing in specific configurations and within
specific rules.
Although the Rumba was initially a dance done by Afro-Cubans, it eventually came to symbolize the lower
working class populations of Cuba, both black and white.
Over time, several styles of rumba have developed in various aspects of the Cuban landscape,
including the Guaguanco, Columbia, and Yambu. Commonly found in all three types, there is an alteration
between the lead singer and the chorus. In Cuba the lead singer is known as el gallo and the chorus as el
vasallo. The first part o f the text, or the “call”, is known as el canto, while the “response” is known as el
montuno. This alteration can be easily attributed to the call-and-response patterns common to African music.
Although similar, these three main types can be distinguished on the basis o f their rhythm, tempo, meter, text
style, and choreography.
The first type o f Rumba is the Guaguanco, a couple’s dance with a medium to fast tempo. The theme
of the dance is the man’s attempt to seduce a woman. If the man’s efforts are successful, the next phase o f the
dance is reached. This is known as the vacunao, a reenactment of the sexual act. The movements o f
Congolese, or Bantu, fertility dances such as the Yuka and M akuta (with origins in West Central Africa) bear
close resemblance to the vacunao segment of the Cuban Rumba Guaguanco.
The Rumba Columbia is regarded as a very old form o f Rumba and according to Gerard and Sheller
(1989:68), “The most African sounding of the three types o f rumba”. Unlike the Guaguanco, the Columbia
is performed by a solo male dancer to a very fast tempo. This solo male dancing is attributed to the traditions
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Lucumi and Abakud, and is sung primarily in African languages.
Yambu is sung in Spanish and is similar to the Columbia, but without the vacunao. The dancing and
tempo is somewhat slower than the Guaguanco. This style arose out o f one o f the periods when drums were
confiscated from their holders, therefore other rhythmic techniques were explored. As mentioned earlier, the
drum was not the key to the rhythm, the rhythm was within the being (New Worlds, New Forms). For this
reason the Yambu rhythm is executed on two packing crates and a bottle that is struck by a coin.
In all o f its forms, the Rumba is a type o f “Afro-Cuban party music” (Gerard and Sheller 1989).
Everyone from the dancers, to the musicians, to the spectators, are apt to involve themselves in the high-energy
Rumba performances. Daniel (1995: 1) summarizes Rumba as:
A passionate dance...often the highlight of a community event or social gathering in Cuba, it
embodies important elements o f life: movement, spontaneity, sensuality, sexuality, love, tension,
opposition, and both freedom and restraint. It requires play as well as deliberation. It involves the
human body, the human voice, and a tremendous rhythmic sense.
SALSA
Over time Salsa arose as a descendant of several Cuban musical styles, including the Danzon, the Son,
and the Rumba. Although fundamentally Cuban in origin, Salsa actually developed in the neighborhoods of
New York City. The Danzon and the Son were direct antecedents o f the salsa, as Gerard and Sheller (1989:
78) mention: “Salsa represents a continuation o f the above noted trends which developed out o f the danzdn
and the son: the extensive use o f jazz harmonies and Afro-Cuban idioms”. Like the Son, Salsa emphasizes
Cuban percussion instruments as well as a call-and-response patterning in the vocal arrangements. The music
is composed of four sections; the verse, the montuno, an instrumental section called the mambo, and a return
to the montuno.
The lyrics of the song begin with the development o f a theme and end with an exclamatory “slogan”
sung in repetitions by the chorus. The instruments in the Salsa orchestra each plays its own pattern repeatedly
with little deviation (Gerard and Sheller 1989).
SONGO
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Songo is a recent addition to the assemblage o f Latin music and “like most of the innovations in Latin
music, it sprang from Cuba”. It is a new dance rhythm based on strings, piano, and percussion; the difference
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prominent sound than it does in Salsa (Gerard and Sheller 1989).

AFRICAN ELEMENTS PRESENT IN CONTEMPORARY CUBAN MUSIC
Throughout the great complexity which is Cuban music, African elements are found in many forms.
As seen in the previous descriptions, call-and-response patterning is found in many styles o f Cuban music and
is a consistent reminder of African musical traditions. Close interaction between the musicians, dancers, and
observers is another suggestion o f Africa’s influence in Cuban music. As Bilby (1985:201-202) writes:
The quality o f communication and “interaction” generated - interaction between the instrumentalists
and dancers, between the lead singer and chorus, between the listeners and watchers clapping and
offering encouragements and the players and dancers receiving them - is what makes or breaks a
musical performance. This general criterion o f collective participation is something that Caribbean
musical traditions share with African and Afro-American music in general, and it constitutes one of
the most powerful reminders o f the depth o f the African contribution to Caribbean musical life.
In addition to call-and-response patterning and group participation; the off-beat phrasing and melodic accents,
polyrhythmic beats, the Bata drums, and the clave are meaningful reminders o f African heritage.
Batd drums have played an important role in Afro-Cuban music. In the following citation Boggs
(1992: 353) summarizes the importance of the Batd drum in Cuba:
In Cuba, the slaves used Bata drums in their religious ceremony, and as time wore on, they
incorporated Christian saints in it as well. The playing of Bata drums, the chanting and calling the
names of Yoruba orishas (deities) and the Christian saints, evolved into a holy ceremony, which was
called Santeria in the Spanish-speaking Caribbean and Voodoo in Haiti. Here was the beginning
of the central role of the drum in Affo-Caribbean cultural forms as well as the beginning of AfroCaribbean musical rhythms based upon cultural / musical amalgamation.
Whether played alone or accompanied by chanting to communicate with orishas, the Batd drum
comes closer to having a fixed pitch than does any other Afro-Cuban percussion instrument. The drums
themselves are dual-headed and hour-glass in shape (see Image 1). The larger of the two heads is called enu,
which is Yoruba for mouth. The smaller of the heads is called tchatcha, Yoruba for anus. Generally
speaking, a Batd player is called olubata. More specifically, a kpuataki plays the iya.
The Batd drums used in Cuba today are primarily the same as those that are used in the Yoruba music
o f Nigeria. There are three sizes: iya, itotele, and okonkolo. The okonkolo continues to play the basic
rhythm of the toque (a rhythmic pattern that is not improvised) while the iya is played. Said to be talking
'W
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language (Bilby 1985; Murphy 1988; Gerard and Sheller 1989).
Increasingly, Bata drums are being integrated into salsa orchestras. Cuban groups such as Irakere,
Jerry Gonzalez' Fort Apache Band, the Puerto Rican group Batacumbele led by percussionist “Cachete”
Maldonado, and Zaperoko, co-led by late Frankie Rodriquez and Edwin Felicianco all currently make use of
the Bata drum (Gerard and Sheller 1989).
As the Bata drums are an important factor of Cuban music, the ever-so significant “concept of the
clave is at the root of Bata drumming” (Gerard and Sheller 1989: 60). The clave is considered the basic
building block of Cuban music. In most cases, claves are two wooden sticks that are struck together to play
a rhythm. However, if no claves are used, the same rhythm can be carried out using other instruments.
With this in mind, the term clave refers not only to the instrument itself, but also to a continual rhythmic
pattern (Roberts 1992; Washbume 1995).

Image 1. Bata drums o f African descent used in Cuba.
From “A Short Multi-Media Survey o f Latino Music" by Robert Garfias.
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of the clave in the musical complex of Salsa:
How a song begins determines which measure o f the clave will be played first...According to
tradition, once a song begins, the clave does not change its measure order...the clave pattern functions
like the continuous bell patterns found in West African musical traditions by providing a rhythmic
formula that serves as the foundation.
Taking into consideration the numbers o f African slaves that were brought to Cuba in the late
eighteenth century and the resulting emergence of new styles due to the merging of diverse African peoples,
he proposes the “evolutionary possibility” that the clave serves the same purpose in Cuban music as the
continuous bell patterns in West African musical traditions.

THE DEVELOPMENT OF A NATIONAL CULTURE
Over the course of its colonial history, Cuba has experienced an influx of thousands o f people of
diverse cultural heritages. Each o f these cultures brought with them to the island their own ethnic identities
and traditions. Due to the variance o f these influences, Cuba has for long been struggling with racial conflicts
while trying to discover its own ethnic identity.
AFROCUBANISM
According to traveler Robert T. Hill (1899: 105-106):
The experiences o f the past have shown that here is no possibility o f Cuba becoming Africanized
without constant renewal by immigration. The five hundred and twenty thousand people o f African
descent, one half o f whom are mulattos, represent the diminished survival of over one million African
slaves that have been imported. The Spaniards had the utmost difficulty in acclimating and
establishing the black man. While Jamaica and other West Indian islands are a most prolific negro
breeding ground, the race could not be made to thrive in Cuba...Another fact which will stand against
the Africanizing of Cuba is that it is highly probable that many of these five hundred thousand colored
people have been destroyed during the latest insurrection. A large number o f them had but recently
been released from the bonds o f slavery, and were naturally the poorer class, upon which the
hardships have mostly fallen.
Despite Hill’s comments, African culture is still present in Cuba. Since the first half o f this century
there has been a resurgence o f pride in Cuba’s African heritage through the movement known as Afrocubanism,
which focuses on rescuing the validity o f African cultural elements present in Cuban culture. According to
Murphy (1988: 35):
Afrocubanismo was bom as a reaction to the naive progressivism and scientism o f the pre-world war
generation o f independent Cubans. It was not, in this sense, truly a black movement, but a movement
of black and white artists extolling what they believed to be a purer, nobler primitivity o f the AfroCuban people.
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heritage using the term Negritude. He argues that throughout their lives, people o f African descent had been
tyrannized and made to feel inferior to the European colonizers, both culturally and biologically. Through
continual persecution and the internalization of such beliefs, an inferiority complex emerged, creating within
Afro-Cubans a desire to assimilate, and perhaps “whiten” their skin. Taylor believes this to be a contradiction
in and of itself because no matter how light their skin could get, they would always be seen as “colored” and
ascribed to a lesser social status. Taylor goes on to discuss that in most cases the blacks who tried the hardest
to fit in with the European standards were the ones most likely to loose their cultural identity. Because blacks
o f lower social classes were not trying to assimilate, they were more likely to maintain their ethnic identities.
Taylor (1989: 152) writes:
Negritude is the product o f a black intellectual elite confronting their separation and exile from this
lived experience...Through Negritude, intellectuals draw on the experiences and struggles of the
colonized and use them to make sense of themselves.
In this aspect, the Afrocubansim (or Negritude) movement was an examination o f identity, a search
for self, rather than a fight for social change. Overall, the movement was an attempt to recreate black cultural
heritage through literature and other artistic expression. Music, dance, and poetry were the main outlets for
public exhibition for this reawakening. As defined in the glossary o f Santeria: An African religion in America,
Afrocubansim is a “Cuban literary and cultural movement o f the mid-twentieth century emphasizing native
Cuban cultural elements”. One o f the most notable artists o f the Afrocubanism movement is Cuban poet
Nicolas Guillen (Williams 1979; Murphy 1988; Taylor 1989; Morejdn 1993; V. Rodriguez 1994). The
following piece is an excerpt from Guillen’s poem (1991:157-159) entitled Balada de los dos Abuelos which
portrays the duality o f Cuba’s heritage:
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jFacundo! Los dos se abrazan.
Los dos suspiran.
Los dos las fuertes cabezas alzan;
los dos del mismo tamaho,
bajo las estrellas altas;
los dos del mismo tamaho,
ansia negray ansia blanca,
los dos del mismo tamaho,
gritan, suehan, lloran, cantan.
Suehan, lloran, cantan.
Lloran, cantan.
jC antan!

Eloquent! They hug one another.
They sigh.
They raise their proud heads;
they are the same,
under the stars above;
they are the same,
longing fo r blackness and longing fo r whiteness,
they are the same,
they yell, they dream, they cry, they sing.
They dream, they cry, they sing.
They cry, they sing.
They sing!

According to Murphy, the Ajrocubansim movement had “run its course” by the 1950's. The impact
that it left on the island is a renewed interest in its own African heritage as well as a sense of dignity and racial
pride for Cubans of African descent. As summarized by Taylor (1989:181): “[Ajrocubanism makes] possible
a cultural recovery that restores to the black person some o f the dignity and humanity usurped by the
colonizer’s stereotypes”.
CUBAN DANCE NA TIONALISM
Poetry and literature were not the only expressions o f African cultural heritage that arose out o f the
Ajrocubansim movement. In fact music and dance have often been attributed as being the highest and most
developed forms of cultural expression in Cuba (Carbonell 1993; V. Rodriguez 1994; Daniel 1995).
According to Victoria Rodriguez, Cuban dance nationalism consists of two parts. The first dates back
to the nineteenth century when the Danzon complex, including the Danza and the Contradanza, was considered
the national dance of Cuba. As Cuba moved into the twentieth century and gained their independence, African
heritage began to distinguish its presence, and the Rumba became Cuba’s national dance.
Yvonne Daniel (1995) thouroughly discusses the antecedents which eventually made the Rumba
Cuba’s national dance. Before the Revolution the bourgeoisie considered the dance to be of low culture,
obscene, and too sexual. However, since the Revolution, and increasingly to this day, it has become associated
with dignity, recognition, equality, and inspiration. Daniel describes the significance o f the Rumba as
representing the values o f Cuba’s working class, as being a symbol o f human sensuality and sexuality, as well
as serving as a means o f release and relaxation.
Cultural expressions become didactic symbols when they are associated with the nation. The initial
images that Rumba projects and the apparent values that are emphasized throughout the Rumba event
become symbols that inform, educate, and are capable o f causing change. The use of Rumba to
gather and maintain commitment to values is simply part of the thorough thinking and dedication to
a more egalitarian society that exists at the core o f Cuban ideology (Daniel 1995:115).
Daniel’s arguments are supported by the following citation (1995: 115-116, quoted from a 1976 party
platform):
The socialist society demands an art and literature which, at the same time that it offers aesthetic
enjoyment, contributes to elevate the cultural level o f the people. It should succeed in the
establishment of a highly creative climate which forces the progress o f art and literature as legitimate
aspirations of the working masses. Art and literature will advance the highest human values, enrich
the lives o f our people and will participate actively in the formation o f a Communist
personality... With the triumph o f the Revolution, the way is open for the cultural development o f the

people. Under capitalism, the majority o f artists, who had been totally disenfranchised socially and
economically, were marginal or were only accepted for the delight o f the bourgeoisie. Hundreds of
talents were frustrated as they surrendered to the hostile climate which surrounded them...The limited
centers of cultural diffusion would only satisfy the privileged minority...The abandoned cities o f the
rural areas were not offered the smallest vestige o f cultural life.
Recently Cuba has turned to their rich cultural heritage to increase foreign tourism (San Cristobal).
In a modem tourism brochure the religion o f Afro-Cubans is listed as one o f the main tourist “attractions”.
The agency invites travelers to participate in Yoruba ceremonies and to get to know Afrocuban religious cults
in person. By projecting these images to the world, Cuba is conciouslessly accepting them as part o f their own
national culture. With this in mind, attempting to attrack foreign visitors can be seen as another motivator in
favor o f supporting a growth of interest in the roots of Afrocuban heritage.

CONCLUSION
Exploring the complexity o f Cuba’s cultural history is the most important factor when examining the
depth o f African influence in the popular music and dance styles prevalent on the island today. Looking back
to slavery, Africans seemed fairly able to maintain their cultural identities despite the ills of their cruel new
environment. At certain times, slaves were permitted to gather and express themselves in relative freedom.
This leniency can be attributed to successful slave uprisings on other Caribbean islands (ie: the Haitian
Revolution). Because of such rebellions, Cuban slave overseers were in constant fear of a similar revolt taking
place on their island. For this reason, Afrocubans were allowed more freedom to congregate, which lead to
the preservation of several African traditions.
Catholicism allowed slaves more autonomy to practice their own religious beliefs. Because many
Catholic saints served similar purposes as the African orishas, like those found in the Yoruba religion, there
was not a total disappearance o f Africa’s religious heritage. Organizations such as cabildos and Tumbas
Francesas also allowed for freedom o f religious expression.
Being intrinsic components o f their religious practices, African music and dance styles were both
preserved and modified in Cuba. When Afrocubans were confronted with European forms of music and dance,
they consistently injected their own stylistic expressions. While congregating after work or in the fields, both
free and enslaved blacks sustained elements o f the Africa left behind and incorporated them into daily life.
During these informal parties, often refered to as rumbas, close interaction between the dancers, musicians,
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performances to this day, but its foundation lay with working class Affocubans. Other common elements
found in Cuban music and dance today, such as call-and-response patterning, body part isolations, the vacunao,
Bata drum ensembles, and the clave rhythm can also be traced to African traditions.
Although the practices o f Afrocubans were once looked down upon by the bourgeois, over the last
century there has been a resurgence o f pride in Cuba’s African heritage. Through the general movement
known as AJrocubanism, the country has looked to its history of cultural complexity to try and define a national
identity. Artistic expressions such as music and dance have played a large role in the shaping o f this identity.
During the first part o f the twentieth century, the Rumba was designated as the national dance o f Cuba.
Although the Rumba has definate roots in Afrocuban culture, it has become a symbol of Cuba’s entire working
class.
Cuban musical and dance styles such as the Rumba and the Salsa have not only become popular
throughout Latin America and the rest of the world, they themselves have spread to influence music and dance
around the globe. For the myriad o f reasons presented in this paper, displaced Africans, both free and
enslaved, found outlets in which they were able to keep their religious and cultural tradions alive. Once
Africa’s roots were planted, these practices gradually grew into integral components o f contemporary Cuban
culture.
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